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Differences in Student Classification Regarding Perceptions of Success
Abstract
There are several definitions of success, and everyone has their own personal take. Some define
success as receiving honors, rewards, or having good relationships, while researchers have their
own success vocabulary. Although there is a battle between logic and sociality for perceptions of
success, it is commonly agreed that success is linear and multifaceted. The purpose of this study
is to explore the impact of student classification (undergraduate and graduate/professional
students) on perceptions of success. Knowing how someone perceives success offers insight into
that person. Such insight can equip therapists on ways to personalize a therapeutic approach,
including goals and methods to achieve those goals. Fifty participants were randomly recruited
for the study (27 undergraduates, 23 graduate/professional) from a private Christian liberal arts
university. After having acquired informed consent, participants completed a demographic
survey and were categorized by student classification. Then, in a single 15–30-minute session
following introduction to the study, participants evaluated two student scenarios related to social
and study habits using Life Themes and Values Scale 1: Achievement, Success, and Material
Values and Life Themes and Values Scale 2: Social and Interpersonal Values from the Success
and Happiness Attributes Questionnaire (SHAQ). Results of the study reveal that overall
students rated academia as a greater contributor to success over sociality. However, there was a
significant difference (p <0.05) between undergraduates and graduate/professional students on
the sociality rating.
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Literature Review
Defining Success
There has been research on how success is measured by professionals and by students.
However, there is no research that has been done to see how comparing the two concepts of
sociality and academia affects individuals’ perception of success. The majority of the research
done on perceptions of success has been qualitative. Therefore, the quantitative study of
manipulating the two major concepts for the perceptions of success—academic and social—will
provide answers for how these students base their success. Forsyth et al. (2009) concluded that
most agree that success is monopolar and hierarchical. Monopolar means to have one focus.
Although success is monopolar, there are still levels that generate a hierarchy. In research
regarding graduate students, there was a study regarding perceptions of success in online
courses. This was a qualitative study. It concluded that those who were more self-directed in
learning had higher achievement and felt more successful (Chou, 2012).
An additional study focused on collegiate athletes and their perceptions of success. The
athletes felt more successful when they used their mental skill set in both the practice setting and
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competition setting (Frey, 2008). Students measure their success by maintaining their self-image.
They also attribute their success to studying, their psychological well-being, relationships with
people, and their current situations. They believed that they succeeded because everything was
going well for them and their relationships are in good shape and their environment is stable as
well. Success is structured in a monopolar way rather than bipolar. This means that success is
built on a continuum on one ideal rather than having multiple. It is also nonorthogonal, meaning
hierarchical, rather than orthogonal. Although success seems to be built on one continuum it is
not independently built; it is correlated off several ideas within that continuum. It is also
hierarchical rather than flat. This hierarchy creates the depth and spread of the continuum
established through having a monopolar, nonorthogonal perspective on success. (Forsyth et al.,
2009).
Types of Success
In their research, Ulrich et al. (2007) stated that life-success is characterized by “status
and wealth” and “successful intimate relationships.” These characteristics originated from the
following categories: status/wealth, contribution to society, family/relationships, personal
fulfillment, professional fulfillment, and security. In a studied conducted by Mehrabian (2000),
life success can be separated into “emotional success (general happiness and satisfaction with
life), relationship success (satisfactory, harmonious, and productive interpersonal relationships),
and physical success (health and fitness with minimal recourse to drugs and medical
intervention).” Work success and financial success are additional categories to what life success
could be. Work success deals with work satisfaction, loyalty and growth in the workplace.
Financial success is about “choosing and implementing a rewarding and suitable career, enjoying
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work, and achieving a balance between spending and saving, along with commensurate and
productive investing.”. People view their successes as something that they value. The
anticipation of success motivates people and when accomplished contributes to the overall
experience of an event. Success is broadly defined as meeting a goal. There are five definitions
of success--grade/extrinsic, mastery/intrinsic, amotivation/working, social, and performance.
Receiving a good grade or positive feedback is the grade/extrinsic definition. The
mastery/intrinsic definition is learning the information or skill and it was enjoyed for its own
sake. Amotivation/working definition refers to just finishing the task and simply just get it out of
the way. Organizing group dynamics, positive interaction among people, and addressing
personality differences go under the social umbrella definition. Performance is an obvious one
because it compares to others and try to outperform everyone else (Schweinle & Helming, 2011).
Perceptions of success is not always tied to external assessments. They are also not always
objectively measured. Success can be experienced separate from “formal external validation of
the worthiness of the work done.” Success when paired with motivation creates a motivational
cycle that “incorporates previous achievements and the expectancies of future outcomes and
recognized goals.” According to Pereira de Castro, et al. (2018), the objective of career success
is operationally defined as “one’s realization or attainment of a predefined goal or target” while
the subjective career success definition is “something individual and personal, being understood
as a subjective process related to feelings and emotions.” Individualism and competitiveness
indicate individual achievement and measurable outcomes are directly related to the objective
and relative measure of success (Pereira de Castro, et. al., 2018). According to Howard (2017),
adjusting is key. This was an undergraduate research study regarding the adjustment from high
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school to college. The students were able to see that pursuing upper level classes were beneficial
and that being able to adjust was necessary to being successful.
Methods
Participants
Participants were acquired through by nonprobability random sampling from a local
private Christian liberal arts university. They were recruited for participation by using the
convenience sampling method in highly populated common areas with no compensation in any
form. Participants were required to have been either an undergraduate or graduate/professional
student over the age of 18 years old.
Of the 50 participants, 27 (54.0%) were classified as undergraduate students and 23
(46.0%) were classified as graduate/professional students. There were 18 (36.0%) males and 32
(64.0%) females. The average age was 22.48 years old with a range from 18-37 years old and a
standard deviation of 4.037. The majority of the participants identified that they were not
Hispanic or Latino (96.0%). Figure 1 depicts the five races that were identified—American
Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black or African American, and White. Figure 2 depicts the
eight categories of majors—Pharmacy, Physician Assistant, Sciences, Communication and
Media, Psychological Sciences, Bible, Business, and undecided. The pharmacy and physician
assistant programs were the graduate majors while the rest were the undergraduate studies.
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Figure 1
Sample Race

Note. American Indian or Alaskan Native N=3 (6.0%); Asian N=3 (6.0%); Black or African
American N=3 (6.0%); White N=41 (82.0%)
Figure 2
Sample Major

Major
Pharmacy
Physician Assistant
Sciences
Undecided
Communication and Media
Psychological Sciences
Bible
Business
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Note. This graph depicts the eight categories of majors—Pharmacy, Physician Assistant,
Sciences, Communication and Media, Psychological Sciences, Bible, Business, and undecided.
The graph represents the categories with the following statistics: Pharmacy N=11 (22%);
Physician Assistant N=12 (24%); Sciences N=9 (18%); Undecided N=3 (6%); Communication
and Media N=10 (20%); Psychological Sciences N=2 (4%); Bible N=1 (2%); Business N=2
(4%).
Materials
Demographics
The demographics survey included age, race, ethnicity, student classification
(undergraduate and graduate/professional), major, and gender (male, female, prefer not to
respond).
Success and Happiness Attributes Questionnaire (SHAQ)
The Success and Happiness Attributes Questionnaire (SHAQ) has been used to overcome
negative emotions and lead a happier life evaluated from four perspectives—spiritual, scientificpsychological, psychotherapeutic, and personal. This questionnaire is comprised of 81 scales and
subscales each reflecting the complexity of key cognitive factors influencing happiness and
success. Each scale has separate psychometric properties. Two scales from the Success and
Happiness Attributes Questionnaire (SHAQ) were used which were Life Themes and Values
Scale 1: Achievement, Success, and Material Values and Life Themes (9 questions) and Values
Scale 2: Social and Interpersonal Values (10 questions). The psychometric properties were
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analyzed in regards to overall happiness. The scales used were done independently of overall
happiness.
Examples from Life Themes and Values Scale 1: Achievement, Success, and Material
Values are as follows: “Being the best at whatever he/she does. Achieving more than most other
people.” “Creating something that he/she feels is a major contribution” with the possible
answers on an 11-point Likert scale “The most important thing in my life, One of the most
important things in my life, Extremely important, Very important, Moderately important, Mildly
important, Not important, unsure, or neutral, Negative to me, Very negative to me, Extremely
negative to me.” Examples from Life Themes and Values Scale 2: Social and Interpersonal
Values are as follows: “Having a wonderful, romantic marriage/relationship.” “Being the
center of attention, entertaining others, or performing in front of groups” with the possible
answers of “The most important thing in my life, One of the most important things in my life,
Extremely important, Very important, Moderately important, Mildly important, Not important,
unsure, or neutral, Negative to me, Very negative to me, Extremely negative to me.”
Student Scenarios
The scenarios described a student that spends more time studying than being social and
another student that spends more time being social than studying. These scenarios were
developed by the researcher for the purposes of the current study. Because of the repeated
measures design of the study, the scenarios were counterbalanced to avoid any possible bias or
order effects. For the full scenarios, see Appendix A and Appendix B.
Procedures

9
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This study was only one session that took 10-15 minutes to complete. Participants were
collected by nonprobability random sampling from a local private Christian liberal arts
university. Participants engaged in the study by completing a Google form, which presented the
aforementioned information and asked all of the relevant questions.
First, informed consent was acquired so that the participants understood the study and
what their participation entailed. Next, the demographics questionnaire survey was acquired.
Following the preliminary information, two scenarios depicting academic and social
concepts were evaluated using a standardized success survey. The standardized success survey
used two scales from the Success and Happiness Attributes Questionnaire (SHAQ) which were
Life Themes and Values Scale 1: Achievement, Success, and Material Values and Life Themes
and Values Scale 2: Social and Interpersonal Values. There was no time limit; the participants
could do the survey at their leisure. The maximum score for the academic success is 220 with a
higher number indicating a higher perception of success. The maximum score for the social
success is 198 with a higher number indicating a higher perception of success.
Finally, the participants were given a debriefing, so they had the opportunity to ask
questions. At this point, I explained the purpose of my study and why I could not divulge that
information in the very beginning.
Data analysis was done through the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
using a one-between one-within ANOVA. The between measured variable was student
classification that states whether the participant was either an undergraduate student or
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graduate/professional student. The within measure variable was the student scenarios since all
participants received both the academic success scenario and the social success scenario.
Research Question
Is there a difference in student classification and perceptions of success?
Do graduate/professional students view academia higher than undergraduates?
Do undergraduate students view sociality higher than graduate/professional students?
Hypotheses
H0: There will be no difference in the perceptions of success among undergraduate students and
graduate/professional students.
H1: Graduate/professional students will perceive success as more academic than the undergraduate
students.
H2: Graduate/professional students will perceive success as less social than the undergraduate students.
H3: Undergraduate students will perceive success as more social than the graduate/professional students.
H4: Undergraduate students will perceive success as less academic than the graduate/professional
students.

Results
To evaluate how perception of success is differentiated based on student classification
(undergraduate, graduate/professional), success was broken down into two forms: academic and
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social. Each participant was given two scenarios which were then analyzed by two standardized
success scales. The answers to each scale were separated and the same scale for each scenario
was added together for a total academic success score and a total social success score for each
student classification.
Using the one-between-one-within ANOVA on the perceptions of success was conducted
with student classification (undergraduate, graduate/professional) as the between subjects factor
and student scenarios (academic success and social success) as the within subjects factor. The
results showed a significant main effect for scenarios F=95.626, p<.001, partial ƞ2=0.666. There
was no main effect for student classification F=.720, p=.400, partial ƞ2=.015. Overall, student
classification did not have a significant effect on perceptions of success F=3.567, p=.065, partial
ƞ2 = .069. For scenarios, both student classifications significantly rated the academic success
scenario higher than the social success scale F=95.626, p<.001, partial ƞ2=0.666. The
undergraduates significantly rated the social success scenario higher than the
graduate/professional students (p=.034). Means and standard deviations for student classification
and success scenario are reported in Table 1.
Table 1
Pairwise Comparison Results
Success
Academic

Student Classification
Score
Standard Deviation
Significance
Undergraduate
155.37
17.24
0.567
Graduate/Professional
158.39
19.82
Social
Undergraduate
130.41
14.24
0.034
Graduate/Professional
121.48
14.99
Note. This table gives a summary of the pairwise comparison results between the perception of
success scenario and the student classification.
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Figure 3

SUCCESS SCORE

Classification by Scenario Interaction
165
160
155
150
145
140
135
130
125
120
Undergrad

Grad

Academic

Social

Main Effects Graph
Note. This graph depicts the trend the perceptions of success for the undergraduate students and
graduate/professional students. This is a representation of the interactions of the student
classification and the scenarios.
Discussion
In regards to the first alternative hypothesis stating graduate/professional students will
perceive success as more academic than the undergraduate students, the null hypothesis was
accepted because there was no significance. Although, the data was trending toward significance.
The second alternative hypothesis stating graduate/professional students will perceive success as
less social than the undergraduate students has been supported by the data which means the null
hypothesis was rejected. The third alternative hypothesis stating undergraduate students will
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perceive success as more social than the graduate/professional students has been supported by
the data which means the null hypothesis was rejected. The null hypothesis was accepted in the
regards to the fourth alternative hypothesis stating undergraduate students will perceive success
as less academic than the graduate/professional students because there was no significance even
though the data is trending toward significance. Overall, both student classifications perceived
success as significantly more academic than social. This gains support from and gives support to
the research done by Forsyth (2009) because this shows that not only is success on a continuum
with academia on one side and sociality on the other but there is a hierarchy. This was shown
through the findings that participants still valued academia over the sociality but the sociality
was rated differently depending on the student classification. The qualitative study conducted by
Chou (2012) concluded that those who are more self-directed are more successful. Although
there is no significance to support this claim, the data trend shows that graduate/professional
students rated academia as more successful.
There are, of course, several limitations to this study, including the sample size and the
sample surveyed. If the sample was larger than there could be a more generalizable conclusion.
Additionally, the sample surveyed was at a private liberal arts Christian University. Thus, the
results are not extremely generalizable since the sample is possibly not as diverse as the rest of
the population. With the collection of the majors of each participant, a further analysis of the
differing perceptions of success among majors and fields of study could be conducted. Also
further classifying the students by their year in college. Further research could be done with the
current study by expanding to other universities to include a more diverse sample. Further
expanding to other universities across the nation would also generate a more generalizable
conclusion because this would account for different cultures and lifestyles and beliefs.
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Since success can be perceived differently, this leads to a more beneficial for each
individual treatment of a person. This would allow better understanding and relationship with
patients/clients and people in general. Treatment could include goals tailored to how each person
perceives success rather than having an umbrella treatment goal of success. Knowing how
someone perceives success leads to insight into the person themselves. Knowing how personality
affects someone’s definition and perception of success will lead to innovation in therapeutic
approaches. Adjustments can be made to possible goals and methods to achieve those goals.
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Appendix A
Academic Success Scenario
“It is time for the formal ball in her social club but also midterms. Michelle wants to go
to the ball with her long term boyfriend and best friend, but she also has to study for her
midterms. They have gone together to every event throughout their educational career so she
does not want to miss it. She wants to have the highest grade in the class. She knows that having
the top grades will get her into the best graduate programs and the highest paying job. Her
boyfriend and friends are really supportive of her endeavors, so they understand why she wants
to study. With her resources, she wants to be the change she sees in the world and bring her
ideas to fruition so that her field of study will be revolutionized. She knows that her boyfriend is
really looking forward to going to the ball with her so she is struggling to decide how to divide
her time. She knows that studying is beneficial to pursuing her career but she wants her friends
to like her while possibly making more friends. She decides that her boyfriend and best friend
will understand why she needs to study more rather than go to the formal ball. She decides to go
to the library and study for several hours.”
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Appendix B
Social Success Scenario
“The spring musical is next weekend which means there are dress rehearsals all week.
Franklin has the lead role and has spent a lot of time practicing his lines. This week his school
team project is due. It is a huge part of his grade, so he needs to do it. His team is his two
friends, so he does not want to let them down. If he performs well then he will have the
opportunity to be on Broadway which puts him on top in his field in terms of money and lead
roles. He enjoys the time with his cast, including his girlfriend and brother, which is why he
participates; the community is crucial to his enjoyment in his tasks. He hopes that his girlfriend
and brother understand his passion and support him. He wants to spread the joy of theatre to
everyone and bring his creative ideas to the show directors in the future. The best way to spread
the joy is to perform with his cast and perform an excellent show. His girlfriend and brother
really need help in the team project so they can get a good grade but the theatre cast and
resulting production are his passion. He decides that he is going to invest in his passions and
girlfriend and brother by going to all the dress rehearsals and performances rather than meeting
with his project team.”
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